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JAS Audio Orsa Loudspeakers
by Ken Choi

JAS Audio is a relatively new
Hong Kong-based company 3
that currently manufactures
seven speaker models as well
as a tube preamplifier and
integrated/power amplifier.

The company's products are the
result of a collaboration among
three partners rather than being
the vision of a single designer.
Product development is guided
heavily by exhaustive listening
tests from a panel of
audiophiles.

The Orsa is JAS Audio's entry-
level speaker and retails for
$2299 USD for the pair. Itis a
fairly compact two-way design
that measures 16 1/2"H x 9"W
x 13 3/8"D and weighs 24
pounds. The high frequencies i

are handled by a 4 1/2" Review Summary
aluminum twin-ribbon tweeter

Sound"Full, coherent, slightly forward, and
musical." "Voices were naturally

sourced f_rom LCY Qf H_ong captured"; "depth of soundstage and
Kong. This tweeter is bisected recording-venue ambience were
along its vertical axis to things these speakers consistently
improve its dispersion presented very well." "The Orsas
characteristics. The reproduced acoustic instruments from

cello and nylon-stringed guitar to
woodwinds and brass with timbral
accuracy and a soupgon of warmth."

Features "A fairly compact two-way design”;
"high frequencies are handled by a 4

midrange/bass driver is a 6 1/4"
paper-cone unit sourced from
Morel. Overall frequency

response is quoted as 45Hz-

60kHz. Sensitivity is quoted as 1/2" aluminum twin-ribbon tweeter
88dB/W/m, with an 8-ohm sourced from LCY of Hong Kong....
nominal impedance. The midrange/bass driver is a 6 1/4"

paper-cone unit sourced from Morel."
The crossover point is at
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2400Hz with a second-order "Each driver is housed in a separate

filter for the bass and a enclosure, these being spaced about
modified first-order filter for 1/4" apart by brass discs."

the treble. The crossover Use"Thin membranes covering both
network itself is something in tweeters" are "in place to protect the
which JAS Audio takes great delicate [tweeter] ribbons while the
pride, displaying the raw unit speakers are in transit." "One unusual

feature of the Orsas is a key-operated
Acoustic Performance switch at the
back of the speakers, which allows the

as they do at audio shows.
High-grade silver wire is used

here and for all internal user to select between Reference and

connections. Dynamic settings.... | played with
these settings but really could not

Each driver is housed in a discern a difference."

separate enclosure, these being Value The Orsa's "price seems more than

spaced about 1/4" apart by reasonable considering the speaker's

brass discs. The enclosures are innovative design and refined

manufactured from MDF with performance.”

rigidity bolstered through

internal bracing. Natural wool is used internatly lamping. The cabinets are
covered with real-wood veneers (rosewood for theere samples) and finished
with 14 coats of polyester lacquer. The front edgfebe cabinets are beveled
to reduce diffraction. The bass-enclosure baffipeat forward from top to
bottom, and I'm told that the front of the highdreency enclosure is slightly
tilted downward at an angle of 5 degrees in amygitat phase and time
alignment of the drivers.

Perhaps the most unique feature of these speaieeits ports, one for each of
the two enclosures, which are opposed to each atltbe small gap between
the two boxes rather than firing forward or reamvdrhe manufacturer states
that this unusual port orientation improves baspoase, minimizes cabinet
and room interference, and provides better dispeifair the midrange and bass
such that the sound emulates that of panel speakers

Setup

| unpacked the stout Orsas and made note of tkeapsional glossy finish. The
cabinets seemed inert, with no spurious resonagieet®d. The speakers were
installed along the short wall of my dedicated baesat listening room that
measures 12 1/2' wide by 22' long with an 8' cgilifter minimal
experimentation, the speakers were placed six dnadf deet apart with
moderate toe-in, about six feet from the front watld some eight feet from the
listening position. They were Blu-Taked onto 24m&ts, which brought the
tweeters up to the same height as those of theoWWWgatt/Puppy 7s that |
normally listen to in this room.

| auditioned the speakers with parts of my mair

system that might not be typically mated with _
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them but which | felt would amply allow the Orsassthiow their stuff and
reveal any shortcomings. | was also keenly awakehatt (little) this gear
would add to the sound of the speakers. The Opsa’of custom binding posts
easily accepted the spades of Purist Audio Desigainistas speaker cables.
Nagra VPA push-pull amplifiers, which output 50 t8aif pure class-A, 845-
tube power, drove the speakers. The source was EMI CDSD transport
and DCC2 converter linked by their optical cablese DCC2 preamp section
drove the Nagras through a pair of Purist Venust&sconnects. The
electronics were plugged into a Shunyata Hydra M8de/hich in turn was fed
from a dedicated 20-amp line via a Shunyata Anaaquiver cord. For
comparison purposes, | also used Sonus Faber GuHioreage speakers in
this same system.

After setting up the Orsas, | initially put on Adis Krauss’'d~orget About It
[Rounder 11661-0465-2], and what | heard was vesgppointing. The
speakers sounded muffled and distant, as if thewg Werally covered by a
burlap sack. | considered inadequate break-inasulprit, but these speakers
had much more than the recommended 200 hours on-thibey were the very
pair that I'd heard making nice sounds at the Mi@ton & Image show a few
months earlier. While I'm normally a grilles-on Kimf guy, removal of the
grilles here resulted in a subtle improvement arity}, but something was still
clearly amiss.

The next day, | passed by the speakers and natechtmbranes covering both
tweeters. These seemed pretty crudely attacheshimast to the rest of the
Orsas'’ fit and finish, but | was loathe to remokerh in case they were derived
from some NASA-engineered polymer and vital togpeaker’s integrity. A
quick e-mail to the affable Bernard Li of CharisAuadio, the Canadian
distributor of JAS Audio products, confirmed thia¢$e were simply in place to
protect the delicate ribbons while the speakersratt@nsit. No mention is
made of them in the owner’'s manual, but indeedeasard gently pointed out,
there was a sheet buried in the packaging instigichie user to remove these
tapes before using the speaké&rsh!

One unusual feature of the Orsas is a key-opefatedstic Performance
switch at the back of the speakers, which allowesuger to select between
Reference and Dynamic settings. No mention of witch is made in the
owner's manual, but I'm told that active compongménders the frequency-
response curve in the Reference setting flattdn thet the speakers are easier
to drive. The Dynamic setting allows for more vaaa of the impedance at
midrange and bass frequencies and results in afmevard, dynamic sound. |
played with these settings but really could notelia a difference. Perhaps the
effects would be more apparent if | were using lep@wvered amplifiers. In
any event, | did all of my listening with the speekin the default Reference
setting.

Sound
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With grilles and protective tapes off, | cued updye" fromForget About It
and expelled a sigh of relief, knowing that | woulat have to spend the next
few weeks moving the speakers around and swappipg and cables in an
attempt to improve their very muffled sound. Inestlvords, with the tapes
removed, the Orsas were not terribly fussy abaatgyhent and produced a full,
coherent, slightly forward, and musical sound. &néag an airy and open
view, the speakers disappeared nicely, with Kraussathy voice locked into
the center of the soundstage. An acoustic bassaitatres prominently on this
song was reproduced with satisfying weight and autth I've found this
recording to be engineered on the hot side of akwith excessive vocal
sibilance reproduced in some setups. This effestatt@nuated on the Orsas,
leading me to suspect that the speakers may havedssigned to
accommodate less-than-ideally-produced digital medfgperhaps at the
expense of accuracy. This is not to say that the-frequency response was
limited; in fact, on other material the highs sedrte®eextend smoothly and
indefinitely.

Voices were naturally captured, as with Eric BiblWg¢nhere the Green Grass
Grows," which | listened to from the first Opus A&D sampler §howcase
[Opus 3 CD 21000]). The song’s somber opening pedgn notes set a
melancholic tone. Bibb’s voice -- warm and grittytlee same time -- and his
sense of yearning were beautifully and realistycptirtrayed through the Orsas.
A soulful gospel choir backs up Bibb on this tragkd one can hear and
visualize individual singers behind and to eacle sifihim. Further behind the
choir is the understated percussion. In my roomvaitid appropriate

recordings, depth of soundstage and recording-vami@ence were things
these speakers consistently presented very well.

A slide guitar, featured in a solo on "Where the&r Grass Grows," is
reproduced with uncanny fidelity. Ditto for the datidoo featured on "O Ango
Tango," another track dBhowcasel became so entranced by the deep,
resonating sounds of this primitive wind instrumeéuting a visit to the
Australian Outback a few years ago that | haulesllwack and still try to play it
from time to time. On other recordings the Orsasoduced acoustic
instruments from cello and nylon-stringed guitammodwinds and brass with
timbral accuracy and soup¢onof warmth, making for a non-fatiguing and
truly pleasurable listening experience.

While the Orsas emit a full-bodied sound, they tisnund ponderous at all and
move the music along in an agile, bouncy way. "Wy Ted Sirota’s Rebel
Souls is a track from the Naim CD sampleue Steregnaimcd080]. This tune
starts with an infectious reggae-like bass linghycally accented by clipped
electric-guitar chords with lots of reverb. The $asunded a bit over-ripe, but
it was portrayed with appropriate heft and accdptalticulation. A drum kit at
the back of the soundstage then kicks in before@aones and a cornet reveal
the melody. Snare-drum transients were crisp, gntbals decayed in a
delicate and airy fashion. Imaging was reasonatggipe, and the soundstage
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thrown was generous.

Staying with the sampler theme, | put on "Lighthiby the Bill Holman Band
from the firstJVC XRCDSampler{JVCXR-0001]. This is a raucous big-band
number with plenty of dynamics. The Orsas reprodube scale of this music
convincingly, with big, room-filling sound that bedl the compact size of the
speakers. | was impressed by how they handled dgnaeaks with little in the
way of congestion -- the Orsas can flayd. At higher volumes, massed
trumpets displayed a piercing bite that, like thal thing, came close to being
uncomfortable, but there was no sense of addetestty imposed by the
speakers. Of course, the Orsas could not repratiecklll weight of the big
band’s bass and percussion section as well ag lmegesducers might, but the
overall presentation was nicely balanced and gaigsf| could live with these
speakers without the need for a subwoofer.

Shootout

When | was asked if | would be interested in rewgnthe JAS Audio Orsas, |
initially balked because it has been some timeesiive had a serious listen to
minimonitors in the $2000 price range. Even inghert term, aural memory is
notoriously unreliable for comparing smaller dynarsppeakers like these.
Really the only way to make valid comparisons adedy side in the same
room.

Luckily, I maintain a second system in which | ss&nd-mounted speakers
that, thank goodness, | don’t change very often th® past couple of years
I've had Sonus Faber Guarneri Homage speakersQ@Q@er pair) in this
system. As | was thoroughly impressed with theqranfince of the Qinpu A-
8000 Mk Il integrated amplifier, which, like the €as, is distributed by
Charisma Audio, | thought that it would be intemegt if not instructive, to put
them up against the highly vaunted Sonus FabekspeaBoth are two-way
vented-box designs with very similar specificatiofise internal volume of the
Guarneri Homage is 10 liters, while | estimate thfathe Orsa to be about 12
liters. Rather than using the Guarneri Homagefgdif-to-move 36" stands, |
simply plopped the Italian beauties down onto théTarget stands that the
were still warm from the Orsas sitting on them. 3hihe placement of the
Sonus Faber speakers was not tweaked to the ntéejdmt in this room |
previously found them to sound better at this hieigh

The two speaker models sounded surprisingly simitar differences between
them being rather more subtle than obvious. The bhthe Orsas was a tad
fuller, but the Guarneri Homages'’ bass was a bienasticulate. Both speakers
excelled at reproducing the midrange, with the Sdraber speakers sounding
somewhat more reticent and refined. Resolutiomwflevel detail was equally
superb, but rendering of dynamics and especialyyadiynamic shading (the
small shifts in volume in recorded music) were & W better brought out with
the Guarneri Homages. With respect to the uppesterg, I'd give a slight
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edge to the Orsas for their captivating, airy Higlguencies. Both transducers
presented a warm, richly saturated but transpa@mtd, with the Orsas
producing a more spacious and open soundfield h&asally there was no
contest -- | much preferred the sensual curvesefuarneri Homage to the
more conventional sharp geometric angles of th@a.Ors

If sonic performance were the sole criteria forgonnt, this mini-shootout
would have the Guarneri Homages winning by a nosa somewhat more
communicative, refined presentation. At less thae-quarter of the price of the
Sonus Faber speakers, however, the JAS Audio ©asas alarmingly close.

Conclusion

Sure, the music is important. As | write this | aasually listening to the
Mercury Living Presence SACD reissue of Rodrigdotncierto de Aranjuez
[BMG 475 6184 MSA] playing through the JAS Audiodas in the room next
door. This music is simply enthralling, but mostyoli are reading this because
you're interested in the sound and performancé@eguipment that
reproduces the music. Central to the audiophilettsnrhow a change of one’s
gear, however large or small, affects the ovemlhsl of the system. But many
of us, regardless of our technological ken, wartake this one step further and
ask ourselvewhythe sound changes the way it does.

| have no formal background in any of the audis,drtit that does not stop me
from speculating as to why the Orsas exhibit the@ramge clarity and throw the
expansive soundstage that they do. The unusuatpofiguration may well be
partly responsible for this performance. | suspleat the LCY ribbon tweeter,
which extends to over 60kHz, is particularly suitedeproducing high-
resolution source material such as SACD, and iukhioe noted that the EMM
Labs digital rig | use converts all PCM-encodedemnat to DSD. Granted, as
one who is firmly ensconced in middle age, my ddtearing of anything
above 18kHz would be suspect, but that doesn’t heanld not perceive these
ultrasonic frequencies in other ways that makentheic sound more real. | was
less than impressed in the past by an add-on sugesdr, suggesting that the
integration of such ultra-high-frequency devicethwtine rest of the speaker
may be where the real magic is made.

Regardless of the how and why, the folks at JASidade clearly onto
something good with the Orsa, whose price seems than reasonable
considering the speaker's innovative design ande@fperformance. A pair of
these speakers offers up sound that would appéabse who favor the warm
and musical, as opposed to those of the neutraheturate camp. | am looking
forward to hearing other speakers in the JAS Alideup.

...Ken Choi
kenc@soundstage.com
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JAS Audio Orsa L oudspeakers
Price: $2299 USD per pair.
Warranty: Two years parts and labor.

JAS Audio
Room 1623, Park-in Commercial Building
56 Dundas St.
Mongkok, Hong Kong
Phone: 852-27804321
Fax: 852-23844220

Email: marketing@jasaudio.com
Web:www.jas-audio.com/

Canadian distributor:
Charisma Audio

Suite 86, 4261 Highway 7
Markham, Ontario
Canada L3R 9W6

Phone: (905) 470-0825
Fax: (905) 470-7966

E-mail: charisma@rogers.com
Web:www.charismaaudio.com

US sistributor:

Gini Systems

Suite 102, 1621 W. El Camino Real
Mountainview, California 94040
Phone: (650) 210-8663

Email: sales@aqini.com
Web:www.qini.com
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